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EPA Tools for Schools 

• Provides basis 
– Prevention 

– Detection 

– Resolution 
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Key Issues 

• Mold Happens! Plan for it 

• Crises rapidly escalate 

• Credible communications are key 

• Crisis management is a team effort 



4 

Crisis 

• Any situation that runs the risk of: 
– Escalating in intensity 

– Media, public or government scrutiny 

– Interfering with the normal operations 

– Jeopardizing the positive public image 

– Detrimentally impacting use of or diverting 
resources 
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Managing a Mold Crisis 

• Acknowledge 
• Communicate 
• Investigate 
• Educate 
• Take action 
• Communicate 
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Realities of a Crisis 

• Severe time constraints 
– Real-time decision-making 

• Multiple priorities 
• Uncertainty exists 
• Impact is large 
• Concerned with personal credibility 
• Little (if any) prior experience 

USAToday 
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Financial Impact of Mold Crises 

$10k - $1,000kRelocation 

$20k - $5,000kRepairs 

$20k - $500kRemediation 

$10k - $100kTown Labor 

$10k - $500kAssessment 
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Seymour, Connecticut 

Seymour Middle School 



9 

Broward County, Florida 

Indian Trace Elementary 

Riverside Elementary 



10 

Eugene, Oregon 

Kelly Middle School 
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St. Charles, IL 
St. Charles East High School 
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What Has Changed? 
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Media Interest 
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Internet-based 
Misinformation 

Alzeheimer's 
Disease & Mold 

www.MoldInspector.com 

Mold Antibody 
Blood Test Kit 

www.moldlawyer.com 

Do you have Toxic Mold like these 
in your home? 

Toxic Mold Resource Center $249 
includes shipping 
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More Mold Misinformation 
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Factual Web Sites 
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Imagine a meeting . . . 
• Upset parents 
• Agitated children 
• Concerned school 

officials 
• Nervous speakers 
• Print and television media 
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Managed vs. Unmanaged 
IAQ Event 
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Evolution of a Crisis 

• “Every year students and teachers get 
sick when they return to school” 

• “Funny” smells 

Incubation 
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Evolution of a Crisis 

• Parent talks to pediatrician 
– Does  “tests” 

– Reports exposure to “low-level toxins” 

– Places student on home study 

– Feels responsibility to alert others 

TriggerTrigger 
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Evolution of a Crisis 

• Assistant Superintendent “takes charge” 
– Asserts no basis for problem in school 

• Pressure forces School Dept. to hire a “IAQ 
firm” (6 weeks) 
– “IAQ testing” done immediately 

– Report of “Toxic Mold” 

Response /Response / DenialDenial 

(10 weeks) 
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• Report entitled “Investigation of Mold 
Contamination at XXX Elementary School” 
– “Likely cause of higher than average 

absenteeism” 

– Boilerplate description of mold health effects 

• After repeated requests, parents and 
teachers get information 14 weeks after first 
complaints 

Response /Response / Denial Denial 

Evolution of a Crisis 
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Evolution of a Crisis 

• Superintendent has Principal organize an 
“IAQ Committee” 

• Public meeting – multiple challenges 
• “School is poisoning our children” 
• “There is a cover-up” 
• “There has always been a problem” 
• “We hold you accountable” 

• Hysteria outpaces school action 

Crisis 
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Conditions Found 
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Challenge: 
Representative Sampling 
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School Closed 
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Dealing With Mold

• Professional guidance does NOT recommend 
testing as a first step.

• Guidelines
– EPA
– NYC Dept of Health
– ACGIH
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Environmental Sampling for Mold 

• There are no standards 
• Speciation is not necessary to design 

remediation 
• Results are unlikely to aid in health 

assessment 
• Improper interpretation can occur 
• No good comparison populations 
• Temporal, spatial (+ background) variability 
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Primary Investigations 

• Visual inspections 
– Mold growth 

– Water damage 

• Moisture measurements 
• Intrusive inspection 
• Estimate extent 



30 

Useful Technologies 

• Borescopes and robots 

• Moisture meters 

• Infrared thermometry 

• Tracking relative humidity 

• Airflow tracers 
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Specialized Testing 

• May be warranted 
– Locate ‘hidden’ growth 

– Justify remediation expenses 

– Liability-related issues 
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Secondary Investigations 

• Surface samples 

• Bulk samples 

• Air samples 
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Guidelines 

• Thresholds of acceptability not defined 
• Non-medical guidelines for building 

diagnostics 
– Bulk sample guidelines 

– Comparison with outdoors 

– Rank order analysis 

– “Indicator” species present 
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Air Testing Must: 

• Have clearly defined goals 

• Be focused on solving the issue 

• Be achievable 

• Provide useful information 
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Unmanaged vs. Managed Crises 

PromptSlowFollow-up 

ProactiveReactiveCommunication 

TargetedUnfocusedInvestigation 

AnalyzedNon-specificComplaints 

ManagedUnmanaged 
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Avoiding a Crisis 

• Acknowledgement of 

• Consistent response to 
evaluation 

• Meet with staff 

• Communication with other 
stakeholders 

• Existing IAQ Committee initiates 
outreach/oversight 

Incubation 

complaints 
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Conditions Found 
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Avoiding a Crisis 

• Teacher/Parent/Physician concerns 

• Student placed on home study 

• IAQ Committee brings in knowledgeable, 
credible third parties 

TriggerTrigger 
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Avoiding a Crisis 

• Outside firm does detailed assessment 
(focused by IAQ Committee) 
– Identifies areas and extent of moisture/mold 

– Report entitled“Assessment of Moisture Damage at 
XXX Elementary School” 

– Provides credible information for third party review 
(Allergist) 

• Written communications 

Response / Acknowledgement 
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Avoiding a Crisis 

• Public meetings to address outstanding 
concerns 

• Clarifies facts 
• Communicates 
• Restates basis for actions 
• Confirmed by trusted third party 
• Reiterates accountability 

• Remediation work is scheduled and 
performed 

Recovery 

consistent message 
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Lessons Learned 
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Communication 

• Effective communication, not PR, is 
the objective 

• Take initiative 
– If you don’t frame the issues, someone 

else will 
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Effective Crisis Messages 

• Simplify 

• Acknowledge current concerns 

• Be consistent 

• Communicate early and often 
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Communication Principles 
• Establish communication goals 
• Plan carefully 

– Evaluate effectiveness 

• Understand audiences 
– Listen to their concerns 

• Tailor your message to them 
• Trust and credibility of the 

communicator is critical 
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Who Is a Credible 
Third Party? 

Health Professionals 

“Informed” Citizens 

Friends and Family 

Professors/Educators 

Media 

Administrators/Regulators 

Experts 
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CREDIBILITY v. KNOWLEDGE 

Health Professionals 

“Informed” Citizens 

Friends and Family 

Professors/Educators 

Media 

Administrators/Regulators 

Experts 
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Credibility Building Aids 

• Clear explanations/frank discussion 

• Outside investigation 

• Establish advisory committee 

• Independent review - third party 
credibility 

• Accept accountability 
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Risk Communication in Crisis 

• Advance planning 

• Coordination among “experts” 

• Single focus for information transfer 
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The Plan 

Introducing order into chaos 



50 

The Crisis Management Team 

• Team leader 
• Principal 
• Superintendent 
• Medical professional 
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Designate Responsible 
Personnel 

• Town or City Administration 

• Department of Public Health 

• Safety Officer/Risk Manager 

• Director of Public Works 

• School Department Administration 
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Getting the Right Help 

• Federal or State 

• Medical 

• Engineering 

• Exposure Assessment 

• Risk Communication 
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Team Leader 

• Strong organizational skills 
• Ability to motivate and work effectively 

with others 
• Assertive, not aggressive 
• Strong problem-solving capabilities 
• Commitment 
• Good communicator 
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Prevention Program 
• Pre-plan 
• Raise awareness of other responsible 

individuals 
• Educate staff and faculty 
• Develop criteria for selection of a 

remediation contractor 
• Obtain references 

• Remediation contractors 
• Industrial Hygienists 
• Allergists 



55 

Budget Process 

• Educate decision makers about cost 
maintain or defer (with interest) 

• Establish contingency fund 

• Prioritize (subjective ranking vs. scientific 
studies) 

• Comprehensive program review 
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Will It Ever Be Over? 

• Rebuilding trust through accountability 

• Demonstrating effectiveness 

• Education 

• Rebuilding morale 

• Implementing proactive programs 
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SUMMARY 

• A responsive team is essential 
• Planning/anticipation is critical 
• Crises often escalate because of 

confused/mismanaged communications 
• Prompt release of credible information is 

critical 
• Accountability does not equal liability 
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